In 1843 Amos Beman, a black reverend from Connecticut, penned a letter to the eponymous dictionary compiler Noah Webster seeking information on the history of Africa and its people. In reply Webster wrote, "Of the wooly-haired Africans . . . there is no history and can be none." 1 Looking back on this exchange from the vantage point of the present, it is easy to dismiss Webster's response as a mixture of racial arrogance and racial ignorance. Of course "the wooly-haired Africans" have a history; it has been recounted in innumerable volumes over more than two hundred years. As early as the eighteenth century, black activists and intellectuals believed that recounting examples of black achievement in both antiquity and modernity would form a bulwark of counterevidence against deeply entrenched ideas about black inferiority. 2 By the twentieth century, this motley assortment of historical documentation coalesced into a desire among many black collectors and historians to recover black subjects from archives structured by violence and colonial dispossession. 3 Yet what if we suspended this initial impulse and took seriously Webster's claim that there can be no black history?
debate. Recovering the histories of Africans in the Americas originally emerged as an abolitionist tool in the nineteenth century and would remain inextricable from black freedom struggles well into the twentieth century. Now, however, the traditional relationship between historical recovery and freedom seems less self-evident. A new and influential line of argument posits that the violence of Atlantic slavery was so great, and the limits of its archive so absolute, that no amount of historical recovery could properly describe it, let alone begin to undo its damage. This premise has challenged the ideals that motivated not only early black historians but also subsequent generations of scholars who-like so many who study subaltern peoples-had carefully devised modes of counterreading the archive to recover black voices and agency from the ledgers, diaries, and other documents that recorded the subordination of enslaved people.
In 2012 we hosted a conference at New York University, "Against Recovery? Slavery, Freedom, and the Archive," to consider this growing body of scholarship. We reimagined Webster's claim of black ahistoricity as a provocation rather than a disavowal, and we asked what rubrics other than recovery we might employ for harnessing the potential of the archive, particularly in relationship to its dispossessed. "The Question of Recovery" emanates from that provocation and marks an interdisciplinary intellectual conversation that has become central to the study of slavery and freedom. The articles in this issue argue that we cannot resolve the tension between recovering archival traces of black life as a means of contesting legacies of racism and exclusion, on the one hand, and reading the archive as a site of irrevocable silence that reproduces the racial hierarchies intrinsic to its construction, on the other. Rather than assembling work that attempts to overcome the limits of the archive, we have brought together scholarship that inhabits those limitations and uses them to innovate new historical methods.
. . .
As the exchange between Beman and Webster suggests, early black writers believed that one of the most pernicious manifestations of racism was the exclusion of Africans from narratives of historical progress. Webster's insistence on the impossibility of black history was best expressed in a more famous text from the same period. In his 1831 Philosophy of History, G. W. F. Hegel wrote, "The Negro . . . exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state," and Africa "is no historical part of the World; it has no movement or development to exhibit." 4 Faced with such an inauspicious beginning, it is perhaps no surprise that the field of black studies has been committed to the enterprise of demonstrating that Africans and their descendants live within the fold of history. This endeavor sought to prove that black people deserved social and political equality; it tethered intellectual investigations into the black past to political struggles for black futures. In 1925 Afro-Puerto Rican bibliophile Arturo Schomburg captured this sentiment when he declared, "The American Negro must remake his past in order to make his future"-a statement that indexed a growing tradition of black memory work invested in archive building as a foundation of liberation. 5 The publication of Olaudah Equiano's The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789), abolitionist William Cooper Nell's The Colored Patriots of the American Revolution (1855), Schomburg's own extensive collecting projects of the early twentieth century, and the vast materials unearthed since the formal inauguration of African American studies as an academic discipline represent some of the tremendously successful efforts to recover black history. Whether as slaves, sailors, soldiers, dissidents, or revolutionaries, black people have been recorded ubiquitously in the history of the Americas and wider Atlantic world. The consolidation of a global color line made historical recovery and analysis urgent matters for scholars of African descent invested in social change and revolution. In the wake of efforts to forge black internationalism in the 1920s and 1930s, C. L. R. James, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Eric Williams emphasized the world-historical significance of slave revolts, black politics under slavery and freedom, and the centrality of black labor to the development of capitalism. 6 By the 1960s, on the eve of decolonization in Africa and the Caribbean, intellectuals such as Aimé Césaire, Walter Rodney, George Padmore, Amy Jacques Garvey, and Frantz Fanon had inaugurated a critical historiographical tradition that both mirrored and served broader anticolonial and social-democratic movements. The specific political contexts in which these scholars researched and wrote varied considerably across boundaries of empire, nation, and language. Yet they sought to preserve and narrate pasts that could be used to contest global inequality, forging international bonds that exemplify Paul Gilroy's conceptualization of the black Atlantic. 7 This political-scholarly imperative became a hallmark of twentiethcentury slavery studies across the diaspora. Gilberto Freyre and Fernando Ortiz highlighted the culture and politics of enslaved Africans as a tool to mitigate the marginalization of black peoples in Brazil and Cuba. 8 In the United States, Carter G. Woodson, Du Bois, John Hope Franklin, and others contested mainstream historical accounts of slavery as a benign or civilizing institution and challenged cynical depictions of Reconstruction and black citizenship as abysmal failures. 9 They also contested Jim Crow restrictions on black scholars' access to archival materials at a moment when the records on slavery were often found in southern repositories and the majority of slave narratives remained out of print. The early impulse toward archival recovery, then, was intimately bound up with battles against legalized forms of black exclusion from public life. In the civil rights and Black Power eras in the United States, the new social historians extended this political imperative, even as some critiqued what they viewed as the liberal integrationist tendencies of their forebears in the Negro history movement. 10 With increased access to archival material held in the South, from the 1960s to the 1980s scholars mined the records of slaveholders for narratives of cultural agency and everyday forms of slave resistance. 11 In the ensuing decades, an enormously rich body of contemporary literature has grown from this long-standing, evolving commitment to recovering black lives from archives. 12 The lack of evidence about enslaved and free black lives has presented an overwhelming challenge to scholars while simultaneously rendering slavery studies an exceptionally dynamic field.
Increased attention to the archive itself has challenged and reoriented this historiography. Archives have long served as the preserve of historians. More recently scholars in fields across the humanities and social sciences have turned to "the archive" as a subject and not just a source. 13 Crucially, this body of work has been deeply rooted in studies of colonialism, imperialism, and their attendant forms of racial categorization and subjugation. Michel-Rolph Trouillot's 1995 Silencing the Past, a meditation on the assembly and retrieval of Haitian history, provided what has continued to serve as one of the most influential outlines of archival power and the mode of counterreading it necessitates: "To make the silences speak for themselves." 14 Building on subaltern studies' long-standing attention to the logics of historicism, 15 recent postcolonial scholarship interrogates archives as themselves artifacts of colonial bureaucracy and imagination. 16 And in South Africa, archivists and theorists have written about state archives that both recorded and, through purposeful destruction of records, secreted the classification and surveillance regimes through which apartheid operated. 17 In each instance, from the age of revolutions to the postapartheid era, scholars have approached archives as a mechanism of racialized discourse and governance rather than simply a storage medium. This approach has had particular purchase for scholars of the black Atlantic. Simon Gikandi has argued that the history of Africans in the Americas is fundamentally rooted in two opposing, if linked, archives. One, embodied in the slave narratives, provided a sheltering ground for African American identity; but the other, forged between West African slave dungeons and the American coast, represented a place of "pure negativity." 18 Scholars of slavery and freedom have recently proposed a range of strategies for writing through, about, and against this bifurcation. In 2008 Patricia Saunders noted a "convergence of critical dialogue" about the archive among scholars of the African diaspora. 19 Acknowledging that the archival form itself often precludes recovery, some scholars have transformed archival lack into a methodological tool, which exposes the transformation of human beings into property that set black subjects outside the realm of history. Indeed, the archive often records blackness only as an absence of human subjecthood, as when the enslaved enter the historical record as a number, a mark, or a notice of death. And yet, scholars such as Jennifer L. Morgan and Stephanie Smallwood, for example, argue that "the impossibility of recovery is inextricable from the moral imperative to attempt it." 20 These attempts have often entailed forms of critical speculation that challenge what types of evidence count when it comes to making claims about the lives of the archive's dispossessed.
Other scholars have called into question both the possibility and political purpose of recovering the lives of the enslaved, reanimating Orlando Patterson's concept of social death-one of the defining frameworks for the study of slavery. Patterson described social death as the sociolegal process by which slaves were denied personhood in a variety of societies. 21 Scholars have turned to this concept to grapple with the discrepancy between a present marked by racialized forms of social negation eerily similar to those of slavery, and conventional frameworks for understanding the black past that revolve around the progress from slavery to freedom. They suggest that the continuity of racial logics of exploitation provides a more useful lens through which to view black history in the Americas than whiggish accounts of gradual improvement over time. In a key formulation, Saidiya Hartman has argued that recovery is impossible because the social death of slavery renders dispossession the defining feature of black history. 22 Even those committed to telling stories, as she is, must recognize that our attempts to narrate this history will inevitably fail. In a related move, Stephen Best has advocated for a black politics predicated on "forms of unbelonging, negative sociability, abandonment, and other disruptions that thwart historical recovery." 23 Their work suggests that the failure of liberal freedom for descendants of the enslaved should, at the very least, invite a reconsideration of the historian's task. 24 Where some scholars see limits and impossibilities, others, such as Vincent Brown, have envisioned beginnings. Brown worries that the lens of social death precludes the discovery of political life. He is concerned instead with what the archive can reveal about how the enslaved themselves grappled with the social alienation of slavery: how they mourned, resisted, acted. These small acts of courage and humanity have been, no less than dispossession, a defining feature of black history over the past five centuries. 25 Similarly, Ada Ferrer has urged scholars to render the archive in terms other than silence, calling for work that locates "traces of the conflicts between competing histories and their would-be tellers." 26 These questions about the structure and possibilities of the archive illustrate a problem that also troubles scholars in a variety of other fields: comparative genealogies on the politics of archival recovery could be constructed with indigenous genocide and expropriation, or with colonial subjugation, at their center. Yet the need for comparative work should not lead us to collapse all forms of historical dispossession into one story. This special issue, focusing as it does on archives of black Atlantic slavery and freedom, is broadly relevant to the politics of methodology in other fields and, at the same time, responds specifically to urgent questions raised now by burgeoning social and political movements in the United States and the Caribbean. The transatlantic slave trade was, for over four hundred years, a touchstone for the development of modern Western economic, political, and legal systems, and its legacies still structure the particularities of our present. We hear the echoes of slavery's logic in statistics about racial health, wealth, and employment disparities, in corporate insurance practices, and in debt regimes that capture students, consumers, and postcolonial nations alike.
When we first conceived of a project that would reflect on new scholarship on slavery and the archive, we posed the question of recovery in an antagonistic frame. Should we move past the recuperative politics that bolstered much of the twentieth-century work on African-descended people in the Americas? Did recent scholarship on the black Atlantic that was wary of recovery as an intellectual project signal a new direction for research of slavery and freedom? While we did not wish to dismiss the radical effects of nineteenth-and twentieth-century scholarship, we did intend to mark an intellectual moment in which the aims of scholarly inquiry had shifted to center the unknowable and the limits of the archive itself. Yet Khalil Gibran Muhammad has reminded us that the same neoliberal present that has supposedly diminished the value of vindicationist histories of black subjects has also redoubled the political necessity of African American history beyond the academy. For Muhammad, it is hard to justify moving beyond recovery when the purging of slavery, emancipation, and civil rights from high school and college curricula, in conjunction with the erosion of public education itself, has produced an education crisis in black communities already segregated in subpar schools. 27 The havoc wrought on black communities by massive disinvestment in social welfare programs and brutally racist policing demands accessible black histories that inform a broader public in the service of contemporary cam-paigns for social justice. The detailed recovery work that historians do might be the best armor against the technocrats and statisticians that systematically devalue black life in contemporary America. In this framing, recovery can serve as a powerful antidote to the erasure of black history from public discourse.
Indeed, Caribbean historians Hilary Beckles and Verene A. Shepherd are currently at the helm of an effort by fourteen Caribbean nations bringing a reparations suit against the former slave-trading empires of Europe at the United Nations' International Court of Justice. Beckles and Shepherd are engaging publics and mobilizing governments around the history of slavery. 28 For them, slavery and freedom are not just archival relics but a living history with ethical dimensions that require action. 29 These scholars conceive of the struggle for reparations in terms of an archeology of illegal expropriation-centuries of unpaid labor, compensation paid to former slaveholders instead of former slaves, and colonialism. This approach exemplifies a powerful, capacious understanding of history's field of action. 30 While the reparations movement is a poignant example of history's mobilization, as both a practice of scholarly recovery and social justice action, the question remains whether even this project-either through direct payment, investment in development, or debt cancellationcould ever fully restore that which Africa and its diaspora lost to slavery. Accounting for slavery may not unsettle the deep power imbalances that continue to permeate our world. Similarly, historical recovery may never adequately restore the ontological totality of African-descended people silenced within the archive of slavery and freedom. Taking seriously Muhammad's critique, however, we might argue that incomplete history remains a worthy pursuit.
This issue of Social
Text asks what our relationship to the archive is now. Generations of thinkers have placed their faith in historical recuperation as a foundation for black liberation: nineteenth-and early twentiethcentury writers and collectors who countered claims that the "wooly-haired African" had "no history" by making evident black inclusion in modern temporalities of progress; scholar-activists of the long civil rights era who reclaimed and reprinted histories of black resistance as harbingers of revolution to come; and most recently, Caribbean historians who draw upon the archive to make redistributive claims on the West. As our own generation of scholars has come to question the very possibility of recoveryeven, at times, seeing black Atlantic archives as a place where all that "enslaved Africans could hope for was an occasional stammer in the cracks of European speech"-what happens to this long tradition of black archival politics? 31 Recognizing both the radical and the reductive legacy that recovery projects have bequeathed to contemporary scholarship, the work in this issue does not ask whether or not the black past can be recovered but, rather, what kinds of recovery are possible-or desirable-and to what ends might they be used. "The Question of Recovery" grapples with the achievements and dis appointments of a redemptive historical enterprise that was not-and perhaps could not have been-apparent to earlier scholars. It probes the limits of our contemporary archival skepticism without presuming that recovery should be the end point of all historical inquiry. It approaches the archive's silences and secrets not simply as antagonistic to our desire to recover but also as a beginning. Rather than rejecting the promise of recovery out of hand, then, the articles in this issue argue that we must develop new approaches to archival recuperation that could illuminate forms of black politics beyond narratives of radical redemption or liberal inclusion.
Bringing together scholars of history and literature who study African, Asian, and Native diasporas in the Americas, "The Question of Recovery" foregrounds methodological experimentation at the boundary of archival impossibility. Articles by Britt Rusert, Greg L. Childs, and Lisa Lowe offer motifs of archival recovery that rework what Hartman has called "the impossibility that conditions our knowledge of the past." 32 Disappointment, secrecy, hesitancy: these terms serve not simply as adverse descriptors of archival encounters but also as tools the authors deliberately deploy as they dwell within the limits of the archives of slavery and freedom in the Atlantic world.
In the piece that opens this issue, Britt Rusert reflects on her encounter with North American black women's nineteenth-century friendship albums-objects that, in their polite renderings of sentimental refinement, disappoint her expectations of locating resistance, subversion, or agency. Rather than bypass such disappointment and focus her search elsewhere, Rusert pauses to appraise not only her own disenchantment but also that of the albums' creators. Could these artifacts index the album makers' vexed relationship to a bourgeois politics of nineteenth-century black womanhood? Taken seriously as objects of ambivalence, the albums reveal heterogeneous aspirations that challenge a "sinking sense of the vacuity of bourgeois models of freedom." Rusert repositions these archival objects in relation to recent work on Afro-pessimism, probing the tensions between expectation and cynicism within the gendered contours of black antebellum intellectual practice in the United States.
If disappointment is one threshold of what the archive cannot grant us, secrecy is another. As scholars well know, the boundaries of what enters the archive are usually determined by those in power, and the power to record is also the power to leave unsaid, to classify, or to keep secrets. 33 In his article on the 1798 Tailors' Conspiracy in Bahia, Brazil, Greg L. Childs encounters a thicket of such secrets. Colonial officials sought to repress enslaved and free black conspirators' public acts of sedition by destroying information and, ultimately, their bodies. But Childs asks whether archival secrets might reveal, rather than occlude, black politics and the limits of colonial rule. Childs reads archival silence as the "conscious attempts on the part of black and nonwhite subjects to avoid what Derrida refers to as the 'violence of the archive.'" Lisa Lowe offers the notion of hesitancy to plumb the limits and possibilities of archival skepticism. She borrows the term from W. E. B. Du Bois, who used it to call for a "philosophy of history with modest and mundane ends, rather than eternal, teleological purpose." 34 Lowe urges scholars to pause before attempting to fill in gaps in the archive, so as to invite the past to exceed what is "visible Within current epistemological orthodoxy." Such hesitation offers a space to ask what histories we are yet unable to imagine, and what pasts have been "forcibly assimilated, or forgotten," because they escape the frames of reference we find most familiar. For Lowe any recovery project must entail a radical interrogation of narratives that reify a progression from slavery to freedom. She thus works across asymmetrical archives of settler colonialism, transatlantic slavery, European liberalism, and East Indian trade to reveal the abiding power of colonial projects of racialization that underpin liberalism's archive as well as our own neoliberal present.
The conjunctures that Lowe identifies illustrate the ways in which slavery was an ideological, economic, and cultural system that underwrote histories not usually classified as black or African, or even necessarily as Atlantic. Like Lowe, Edlie L. Wong moves the frame of this issue beyond the specificities of "black racialization . . . as a process of historical erasure," emphasizing instead the intertwined histories of bonded and enslaved labor. But how do we write such capacious histories? Wong argues that our task should be to think "across kinships" in archives of the New World slave and coolie. She looks to complex forms of storytelling to trace hidden intimacies between archives of bondage too often considered in isolation, examining bilingual Spanish-Chinese labor contracts, plantation logbooks, and imbricated African American and Asian American literatures. In traversing these archives, she does not seek to fill the gaps in one with information from another; recovery, she argues, is not her aim in comparative work. Rather, their resonances encode the "deep figurative associations between coolieism and chattel slavery." And storytelling, she contends, remains an urgent enterprise in grappling with documents that, in their recording, collection, and assembly, render enslaved and bonded subjects only in terms of their commodification.
The critical possibilities and limits of storytelling are also the preoccupation of two roundtables in this issue that foreground particular issues of methodology. The first, "Archives and Methods in the Study of Slavery and Freedom," puts into conversation three scholars of nineteenthcentury North American literature and history who work on texts produced at moments of new or nominal freedom for the formerly enslaved. It features a trio of short reflections by Thulani Davis, Martha Hodes, and David Kazanjian. Each invested in the politics and poetics of writing, they grapple with acts of reading and interpretation at the margins of archives. These scholars consider the indeterminacy of the archive, and they make careful speculation central to the act of writing. Of particular interest to all three is how archival quotidiana and marginalia might record black political visions that go otherwise unremarked because of their seemingly apolitical content.
The work in this roundtable tests how much historical weight archival quotidiana can bear. The second roundtable examines digital methodologies that are quickly shifting our expectations of what archives can reveal. 35 Vincent Brown enters into conversation about digital design with Elizabeth Maddock Dillon and Claudio Saunt. At the center of their exchange is Brown's animated mapping project, Slave Revolt in Jamaica, 1760-1761: A Cartographic Narrative (revolt.axismaps.com), which visualizes the spatial and temporal maneuvers of fifteen hundred enslaved rebels who waged a revolt over the course of eighteen months in colonial Jamaica between 1760 and 1761. Brown's map illuminates how enslaved rebels made strategic use of the landscape in ways that are difficult to capture in written words. However, as Saunt and Dillon each note, colonial-era Europeans and their descendants also used maps to control space and populations by naturalizing the "legal fictions" of colonial boundary lines. Can such fictions represent the knowledge and aspirations of enslaved and colonized people? Brown engages such questions through what Dillon calls a "visual rhetoric" that notes ambiguity and incompleteness in the colonial archive while granting to the insurgents' movements a visual autonomy that exceeds the confines of colonial expectations.
Despite all reservations, we are led inexorably back to the archive. As Jennifer L. Morgan notes in her afterword to this issue, "Those who work on the subaltern, on people and places that are understood as outside of or marginal to the archival project of nation building, have long grappled with a scholarly induced malady, a relationship to research that positions us always on the brink of breakthrough and breakdown." Such a relationship is underlined by the contemporary political imperative that leads scholars of the subaltern to the archive in search of ways to undo or explain its logics of racial exclusion. Morgan concludes that despite the impossibility of such a task, we must still continue to attempt it. Indeed, this issue takes up modes of accessing Atlantic subjects that do not abandon all hope of recovery in the face of archival lack, but complicate the notion of what historical recovery is. Recovery must have a political purpose beyond documenting black presence, or it is merely a plea for inclusion within the foundational promises of liberal modernitya critique of its boundaries but not of its essence.
Scholarly battles to chart black presence in the archive have always worked alongside political struggles for basic human rights. In both arenas, these struggles bore enormous fruit. The triumph of the modern civil rights movement in the United States and decolonization throughout Africa and the Caribbean have transformed the political landscape. In the United States, African American studies and African diaspora studies have a major, if sometimes marginalized, presence in American universities. The scholarship on slavery and freedom produced since the civil rights era is one of the crowning achievements of historical studies. One of the most difficult lessons of these struggles, however, has been that political inclusion, whether in the United States, South Africa, or Brazil, is not coterminous with justice and cannot, on its own, bring about substantive equality.
In some ways, even as we celebrate a black president and other forms of black achievement, we are still grappling with the same question as Amos Beman, although now in a neoliberal context of renewed statesanctioned violence against black people, persistent poverty, and mass incarceration. Schomburg's declaration that "the American Negro must remake his past in order to make his future" continues to inspire those scholars who, ninety years later, rely on the archival tradition, and even the very archive, that he founded. 36 But Schomburg's confidence in this ability to make the future seems less sure today. Unlike in the eras of slavery and Jim Crow, the liberatory potential of restoring the black presence to historical narratives in which it was absent seems now distant and less possible. It is in this context that recovery remains the most important site of contestation for scholars of slavery and freedom. At stake in our debates about recovery is what forms of historical inquiry are best suited to addressing the contradictions of the political present. Like the historical work of earlier generations, contemporary scholarship is marked by a sense of urgency about the continued onslaught against black life and the integral role of stories about the past for fashioning just futures.
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